Shenzhen grew fast as a city of industrial mass-production, but is transforming to an innovative and creative city. Shenzhen's policies to encourage the creative industries are mostly aimed at companies and entrepreneurs. To really become an attractive creative city, housing policies for creative talent should be added. This article reports on an interview-based analysis of the housing situation and residential preferences of creative workers in Shenzhen. While creatives with good salaries have no problems finding attractive homes and neighbourhoods in Shenzhen, there is a shortage of affordable neighbourhoods meeting the demands of recent graduates and starting creatives. Shenzhen's creative city strategy should take the socio-economic diversity of creative workers into account.
to stimulate the development of creative industries and to attract and educate creative talent. Shenzhen's creative city strategy includes the successful application as one of UNESCO's "Cities of Design"; events like an architecture biennale, a China (Shenzhen) International Cultural Industries Fair, and the yearly Creative December programme; designating business sites as "creative parks"; and funding for start-up companies (Costa 2013; Bontje 2014) .
The policy measures taken so far are mostly aimed at companies and workplaces, much less at improving the city as a place to live. However, to really become an attractive city for creative business, entrepreneurs and workers, creating attractive work locations alone is not enough. According to influential authors on creative cities like Richard Florida (2002) , creative city strategies should be about "work", "live" and "play".
This article mainly focuses on the "live" dimension of the creative city, asking to what extent Shenzhen is not only an attractive city for creative businesses, but also for creative workers. The article results from a qualitative analysis based on 35 interviews with people working in Shenzhen's creative industries. The respondents were asked about their current residential situation, to what extent they were satisfied with it, their residential preferences and their ideal living environment (more details about the methodology in the section "Research strategy and respondents"). So far, Shenzhen's housing policy does not seem to be linked well to its economic development policy and its strive to become a more creative city. Creative workers are a highly diverse group of people with quite different needs and preferences about their home and living environment. They are definitely not all belonging to the middle or upper class. Especially those at the start of their career are not rich at all and have trouble finding an affordable place to live. Large parts of Shenzhen's private housing market are not affordable for them. Unfortunately, the public housing sector is no alternative for them either: so far it is a very small segment of the Shenzhen housing market, and it is not accessible for those lacking a local urban hukou residential permit. Not all creative workers possess this local urban hukou. They are "falling in-between": not rich enough for the private market, not eligible for public housing. Many of them therefore have to settle for far from ideal alternatives, like flat sharing or renting small low-quality apartments in "urban villages".
The housing needs and preferences of creative workers have not been researched much in China yet, but international theories and research results from other parts of the world may give some ideas of what to expect in the Chinese context. In the next section we will briefly review this literature. We will then turn to the case of Shenzhen: what types of housing and living environments can be found in this city and to what extent could these be attractive for creative workers? This provides the context for the interview-based analysis presented in the rest of this article.
Where creatives (like to) live: theory and evidence from the Western world So far there is hardly any research about housing preferences of people working in the creative industries in China. There is already a Chinese creative city debate, but this is mainly about creative clusters and the role of creative industries in China's economic and societal modernization (Keane 2011; Wuwei 2011; O'Connor, Xin 2006; Costa 2013) . In recent international literature, scarce examples of links between China's housing policies and creative city/knowledge city strategies include Nicola Morrison (2014) about Shenzhen's first attempts to create talented worker housing policies, and Julie Tian Miao (2016) on the links between science park development and housing provision for knowledge migrants in Beijing, Shanghai and Wuhan. There is much more research about housing preferences of creative workers in advanced capitalist countries. Although these parts of the world differ from China in many respects, still we may find some clues about what to expect for Chinese cities.
Florida's "creative class" hypothesis implies that attracting creative talent is the key to urban economic growth in the early 21st century (2002). He suggests that a new class has emerged, including about one-third of the working population, working in creative and knowledge-intensive industries. This creative class would have specific preferences for where and how to live: they would especially like highly urban environments, preferably in or close to the city center, mixed-use lively neighbourhoods with a rich offer of "street-level culture". His attraction factors for the creative class also include hard-to-grasp concepts like "authentic places" and "quality of place". The argument that drew most attention, though, is Florida's plea for tolerance and diversity as key attraction factors for creative talent. This includes tolerance for and diversity of people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, with different lifestyles and/ or different sexual orientations. Several other North American researchers had comparable arguments, like Richard Lloyd (2002) reporting on the rise of "neo-bohemia", and Terry Nichols Clark, Lloyd, Kenneth K. Wong, Pushpam Jain (2002) claiming that urban economic growth was mainly driven by urban amenities.
Florida's creative class hypothesis sparked a lively debate. Next to criticisms on Florida based on counter-evidence or on doubts about Florida's own data (e.g. Glaeser 2004; Malanga 2004; Hansen, Niedomysl 2009; Musterd, Gritsai 2013) , many authors also attacked his theoretical assumptions and/or the possible policy implications of his approach to urban economic growth (e.g. Peck 2005; Scott 2006; Pratt 2008; Bontje et al. 2011) . Researchers from non-American contexts criticized the "North American bias" in Florida's theory and the evidence it was based on. The European project "Accommodating Creative Knowledge", for example, included a survey in which workers in creative and knowledge-intensive industries were asked about where they lived, why they lived there and how satisfied they were about their home and living environment. Instead of the "soft factors" that Florida emphasizes (see above) and the "classic" or "hard" location factors like labour market, housing affordability, infrastructure and distance to the workplace, a third category of factors appeared most important in almost all 13 city-regions analysed: personal life trajectories and networks. This third category included where the respondents were born and grew up, where they studied, and where their family and friends lived. This seems to imply that workers in creative and knowledge-intensive industries (at least in Europe) may be less "special" than academics like Florida suggest. However, when trying to explain reasons for people to stay put (whether or not they planned to move and which would be reasons to move or not), Florida's soft factors appeared to become more important (Martin-Brelot et al. 2010; Musterd, Gritsai 2013) . Other European research projects arrived at comparable conclusions. Høgni Kalsø Hansen and Thomas Niedomysl (2009: 191) , for example, state that creative class migrants in Sweden "move for jobs rather than place" and that the location of the university where they studied plays an important role in their migration behaviour.
Another international academic debate with relevance for this article's research topic is about gentrification. The categories of "creatives" and "gentrifiers" show considerable overlap; however, not all creatives are gentrifiers, and not all gentrifiers are creative. Gentrification is a very broad and multifaceted concept and academic and societal debates about it are often confusing. Gentrification may come in lots of shapes and sizes, which may also include "Chinese variations" (Song, Wu 2010) . Still, in the advanced capitalist cities where most gentrification research has been done, the same types of urban environments and actors and the same process come to the fore (see e.g. Ley 1996; Carpenter, Lees 1995) . The "market-driven version" often starts with a deprived area built in the late 19th or early 20th century. "Pioneers" like artists, students or squatters refurbish vacant buildings and create their own neighbourhood infrastructure of shops, restaurants, workspaces etc. This attracts visitors and later also middle-class residents. In a next stage investors and higher-class people move in and the former working class area becomes a bourgeois neighbourhood. There is also a "state-led" version of gentrification where gentrification may be the (intended or unintended) result of an urban regeneration programme. Both the "pioneer" and the "middle class" categories of gentrifiers usually include people with creative professions and/or those aspiring to become creative professionals.
Do creative class and creative city theories apply to Chinese cities?
Chinese cities, housing markets, creative industries and creative workers differ in many respects from the advanced capitalist contexts where most creative cities literature so far comes from. First, in most Chinese cities, after decades of radical transformation, there are few places left that could gentrify. In cities with a long trading history like Shanghai, Beijing or Guangzhou, there were still remnants of earlier phases of industrial, trade or harbour activities with gentrification potential. Some of the former factories of the 1970s and 1980s have also been redeveloped into creative environments. However, so far these have mainly become creative workspaces, not living spaces. Chinese urban renewal most often is demolition and new construction instead of refurbishing and reconstruction. The potential value of cultural heritage has only recently become more prioritized in Chinese urban (re)development strategies; for many old neighbourhoods this recognition came much too late. Still, some Chinese researchers claim that gentrification is part of Chinese urban transformation, albeit probably in a form that is hard to compare to Western cities (Song, Wu 2010; He 2010) .
Second, high-rise complexes dominate Chinese cities and most of their citizens are used to living in them. Most Chinese may not consider smaller-scale urban or nonurban living environments as possibly attractive alternatives, and may have less appreciation for historic inner cities than Europeans. A comparable Chinese-European contrast is the rapidly increasing share of gated communities and other forms of "urban enclaves" in Chinese cities. "Enclave urbanism" (Douglass et al. 2012) is not exclusively an elite phenomenon; there are also an increasing number of middle-class enclaves. Still, focusing on our specific labour market category of people working in creative industries, such urban enclaves are probably only affordable for senior staff and successful entrepreneurs, and not for starting creatives or junior staff.
Third, especially in China's largest cities, "urban villages" offer a huge challenge for policy-makers and developers involved in urban (re)development strategies. "Urban villages" can hardly be compared to any part of present-day European or North American cities. Most of the urban villages are former rural communities, becoming the main destination for migrant workers after the villages became part of the fast expanding cities. Recently, though, the urban village population is changing, especially in those urban villages in relatively central and accessible locations. The urban village seems to become an increasingly important housing alternative for creative workers with lower incomes and/or at the start of their labour and housing career. This is not only related to new types of residents moving to the urban villages from other parts of the city, but also to changes in the migrant population itself in terms of skills, education, ambitions and expectations (Cheng 2014; Wu, Gaubatz 2013; Wang, Fan 2012) .
Finally, looking at Florida's creative class attraction factors, tolerance and diversity are problematic factors in China. China is not yet a very welcoming society for international migrants, and lifestyles and preferences diverging from the mainstream are generally not as accepted as in Western societies. Florida, Charlotta Mellander and Haifeng Qian (2012) found that just like in Western societies, China's most talented people tend to move to city-regions that are more tolerant and open and have a more diverse population. They recommended Chinese authorities to recognize the importance of these factors more. However, they also found that so far, the relationship between concentrations of the creative class, innovation and regional economic performance were quite weak. This is probably related to the early phase of economic transformation China is still in; the transformation from an industrial economy to a creative-knowledge economy is still far from completed.
Shenzhen's residential landscape: attractive for creatives?
For Shenzhen it may be even more difficult to become an attractive residence for creatives than for older Chinese cities. Shenzhen has a unique urban development history which is hardly comparable to any other Chinese city. Shenzhen's spectacular growth story did not start "from scratch": there were small towns, villages and scattered farms before large-scale industrial and urban development began (Cartier 2002; Ng 2003; Zacharias, Tang 2010) . The city does have some cultural heritage (Liu, Ng 2009 ), but still, most of Shenzhen has been built since the early 1980s. Cities with a longer urban history and more cultural heritage have the types of buildings and areas where gentrification usually takes place. Shenzhen hardly has such places, so it tries to create them or to redevelop more recent industrial heritage. Places like OCT-LOFT or F538 are created in former factory complexes of the 1980s. Although these may not be the best suited environments to act as "magnets for creatives", the mix of functionalistic factory halls with newly added state of the art architecture and an attractive public space design seems to work. These places, however, so far are mainly creative workspaces, not living spaces.
Especially in its first years, Shenzhen was designed to serve the fast growth of industrial mass production. An attractive living environment only became a policy priority much more recently. After decades of focusing on "production space", Shenzhen's 2011-2015 Five Year Plan is the first to develop "consumption space" policies, acknowledging challenges for urban competitiveness like housing affordability (Morrison 2014) . Some parts of the city may already be attractive consumption spaces longer, though, like the Overseas Chinese Towns (OCT) in Nanshan and Dameisha (OCT East). However, whether such "Disneyfied" environments (copying for example Italian seaside towns, Swiss mountain resorts, or ancient Chinese villages) are attractive for creatives is questionable; moreover, the OCT developments are quite expensive places to live.
An additional obstacle is the highly fragmented city structure. Especially Shenzhen's central districts increasingly consist of walled, fenced or otherwise separated "urban enclaves", while public space and other integrating elements are relatively scarce compared to other Chinese cities. Maybe traffic infrastructure is all that keeps the pieces of Shenzhen together, and unfortunately these transport links are not only links but also barriers between the neighbourhoods. Enclave urbanism (Douglass et al. 2012) is not unique to Shenzhen, and it has a long tradition in China going back to walled cities, courtyard housing and more recently the danwei (He 2013) . However, Shenzhen is a quite extreme case, and its fragmentation is increased even further because it has much more urban villages than any other city in China (Hao 2012) . This has also contributed to a highly polarized society.
However, Shenzhen may also have advantages that could partly compensate the above mentioned disadvantages. Being "new" could offer opportunities that older cities may not have. Instead of trying to redevelop existing structures to make them more attractive for creatives, could Shenzhen not try to build something new and original that could be equally attractive or even more attractive for creatives? Justin O'Connor and Lie Liu (2014) suggest that this "newness" together with Shenzhen Special Economic Zone status contributed significantly to its emergence as a city of design. Another potentially rich resource is Shenzhen's highly diverse population. With a population largely consisting of first or second generation migrants, originating from all corners of China, Shenzhen may be a relatively tolerant place compared to other Chinese cities. If Shenzhen would manage to find a way to better integrate migrants into its urban society, this diverse population could be an attraction factor for creatives. However, we should keep in mind that Florida's hypothesis that creatives are especially attracted to diverse and tolerant places has met with considerable criticism; and as long as the hukou system remains an obstacle to migrant integration in the city, Shenzhen will remain a city in which migrants and non-migrants live highly segregated lives.
Research strategy and respondents
In autumn 2012, 35 people working in Shenzhen's creative industries have been interviewed about their current housing situation, their housing preferences and their opinion about how the city of Shenzhen could become a more attractive place to live for them. The interviews were held in four creative parks in Shenzhen: OCT-LOFT, F518, Animation World and NH E-Cool. OCT-LOFT is a part of OCT in Nanshan District, Shenzhen; NH E-Cool and Animation World are both in Shekou, also in Nanshan District, Shenzhen; and F518 is in Bao'an District. OCT-LOFT is located quite centrally in Shenzhen, close to the Futian Central Business District, Shenzhen University campus and the high-tech industrial park of Nanshan. It is well connected by metro and highway to the rest of the city. The other 3 parks are in the west of the city: NH E-Cool and Animation World are close to Shenzhen's harbour; F518 is more distant from Shenzhen's main economic centres.
The interview sample definitely has selection biases. The other Shenzhen districts also have several creative parks, and probably there are also many creative workers and businesses outside of creative parks. The way we found and approached our respondents has added to this selection bias. We found several interviewees through the connections of architecture firm URBANUS in OCT-LOFT and the other creative parks; we asked respondents who else we could interview; and we mainly approached companies with easy access. OCT-LOFT clearly dominated in our interview sample: 19 interviews were with people working in OCT-LOFT, 6 in Animation World, 5 in F518, 3 in NH E-Cool, 1 in OCT outside the OCT-LOFT creative park, and 1 with a respondent without a fixed workplace. The results of our analysis should therefore definitely not be considered representative for Shenzhen as a whole.
The topics discussed in the interviews were: -description of current home and neighbourhood; -affordability of housing costs; -satisfaction about current home and neighbourhood; -"ideal home" and "ideal neighbourhood"; -what could the city of Shenzhen do to improve the residential situation of creative workers? The respondents' age ranged from people in their mid-20s to people in their early 50s. Their household types were quite diverse too: singles, childless couples, couples with children, but also younger respondents still living in their parents' house. Our respondents were also representing quite different career phases and functions: interns, staff members, shop personnel, independent artists, entrepreneurs, self-employed, and chief executive officers of medium-sized companies. The respondents' diversity was increased further because they worked in four different creative parks with different specialization profiles. Nationality and ethnicity were less diverse: 30 "mainland Chinese" originating from different parts of China, 2 Italians, 1 German, 1 Australian, and 1 Taiwanese. Finally, we should add job diversity: 8 interior designers, 6 animation and graphic designers, 6 architects and architect interns, 6 people owning or working in galleries/creative products shops, 5 artists, a photographer, an architecture researcher, a clothes designer and an industrial designer. This makes it hard to formulate generalizing statements for the group as a whole, so what follows should be read with this variety in mind.
Where the creatives are living now When describing their current living environment, only about two-thirds of our respondents referred to a specific location in the city. Some only referred to the district, some to a smaller-scale neighbourhood or to amenities like the nearest metro or bus station. Most respondents that did mention a geographic reference to their residential environment lived relatively close to their workplace. 10 respondents indicated that they were living in the Nanshan District, Shenzhen, where three of our four interview locations are situated. Not surprisingly, since we had most interviews in OCT-LOFT, 7 out of these 10 appeared to be living in the neighbourhoods around OCT. Maybe more surprising, since we did not have any interviews in that district, is that 6 of the respondents lived in Futian District. This included one respondent without a fixed work location; because of his function he frequently visited various companies spread across the city, so for him the city centre was a good home base. The other 5 were working in OCT-LOFT which is well connected by metro to Futian District. The other Shenzhen districts were less represented: 3 respondents lived in Bao'an District, close to their workplace in F518, 1 was living in Luohu District and 1 in Longgang District, Shenzhen. In fact, two of the three respondents living in Bao'an District were even living at their workplace: they lived and worked in one of the work-live cubicles built especially for artists in F518. Their workspace was on the ground floor, their bedroom on the first floor. Others did not mention a district or neighbourhood name; most of them even did not give any indication of where in the city their residence could be. However, this group also included 4 respondents saying they were living in an urban village (unfortunately not giving us the name). Probably this was a centrally located urban village since they also said they did not have to travel long to their workplace. Almost all respondents gave quite detailed descriptions of the types of environments and buildings they were living in. The types of homes, all flats or apartments, could be grouped in the categories: renting an apartment or flat by themselves or with their partner and children; sharing an apartment or flat with other family members; or sharing an apartment or flat with friends, fellow students or others to make rent more affordable. Flat sharing is especially common among those with lower incomes at the start of their careers, while for those in a more advanced career stage with a higher income, having more than one home is quite common. Sometimes these homes are all within the city of Shenzhen; but more often, it is a combination of a Shenzhen home with a home in the city or village of origin, or the city or village where other family members live. The size and number of rooms varied from small one-room apartments of about 20 m 2 (e.g. in urban villages or at Shenzhen University Campus) to large multiple-room apartments of more than 100 m 2 in modern high-rise complexes. Most of the respondents lived in high-rise or medium-rise buildings, with heights typically ranging between 20 and 35 floors. These buildings most often were part of residential complexes consisting of several flats. Most of these complexes were close to amenities like public transport, shops, schools, restaurants and other public buildings. Several respondents indicated that it was either a fenced-off area or a "residential garden", the types of environments that the "urban enclave" literature refers to. The exceptions to this common pattern of "residential complex living" were respondents indicating they were living in urban villages, as well as respondents living at Shenzhen University Campus. The university campus offers less shopping, eating and nightlife amenities than most other centrally located residential environments; and urban villages are in an extremely dense, lively and functionally mixed league of their own.
Housing affordability
The diverse characteristics of respondents result in equally diverse housing careers and opportunities. A clear division could be made between those more advanced in their labour market career and those at the very start of their career. Only respondents already working in Shenzhen's creative industries for several years and with decent incomes managed to find their way on the Shenzhen housing market easily. For higher income groups, Shenzhen has many attractive apartments available. However, for lower and middle income groups, it is very hard to find an affordable home that meets their housing needs and preferences. An unfortunate combination of two problematic factors applied to many of the interview respondents: a too low salary to afford an apartment on the commercial market, and not being eligible for affordable public housing. The latter applies to two categories that both were well represented among the interview respondents: people earning too much for public housing (but too little to afford commercial market rents), and people with a low enough income to be eligible for public housing, but lacking the local Shenzhen urban hukou.
The category earning too little for commercial market rents and too much for public housing is a well-known phenomenon from other East-and Southeast-Asian cities. In cities like Hong Kong, Singapore and Guangzhou, this unfortunate category has been described as the "sandwich class" (Ying et al. 2013; Chiu 2002; Siew Eng, Kong 1997) . Some of our respondents solved their affordability problems by sharing their apartment or flat with friends, colleagues or family. This may temporarily solve the affordability problem for them, but in the longer run it is not the most desirable solution. A few quotes illustrating the affordability concerns of respondents that could probably be considered as members of the "sandwich class": "Chinese young people can't really afford the house, they need support from parents, in China we call them 'housing slaves', we are under pressure, so it's very difficult" (Shop owner/designer, OCT-LOFT).
"The only way I can really afford it is to share it" (Architect, OCT-LOFT).
The lowest income respondents that lacked the Shenzhen local urban hukou solved their accommodation problems in other ways. Five of our respondents found a home in the urban villages as their only affordable option. Several other respondents referred to personnel, colleagues or friends living in urban villages. Other attraction factors of the urban villages mentioned were their location close to public transport links, close to the workplace or within reasonable travel time, and/or the lively atmosphere with lots of small companies and markets and many people on the streets.
University students and recently graduated working as interns or in other precarious contract situations often share apartments or even small rooms with fellow students or graduates. For some of them this situation may only be temporary until they will manage to realize the career they dream of; for others, this career may remain a far-fetched dream. They may be considered as a part of China's "ant tribe": high educated and high qualified young people that have to settle for sub-standard living conditions and low-paid jobs in or outside the creative industries (Gu et al. 2015) .
We asked the respondents to estimate which share of their spendable household income they have to pay for rent or mortgage. 11 respondents said they paid 30% or less of their household income; in most Western societies this is considered a reasonable share which most people can afford. For 15 respondents, the share of their income spent on accommodation was higher: 14 paid 30-50% of their spendable income; 1 even more than 50%. 9 respondents did not know or did not answer this question. However, when asked whether or not the respondents considered their home affordable, 20 respondents said yes and only 5 said no (10 respondents did not answer the question). This may imply that what is considered "affordable housing" in Western societies differs from what is considered affordable in Shenzhen or maybe also more generally in Chinese cities. Maybe this is a matter of cultural differences, or what one is used to, or different conditions on the Chinese housing market compared to Western societies. Another possibility is that our respondents are willing to pay relatively much for their housing and give less priority to other products or services.
The question what would be the maximum acceptable income share for housing seemed difficult or sensitive. 22 out of 35 respondents did not know, did not answer, or said something like "it depends on my future situation". Of the 13 people that answered this question, 8 said they wanted to pay up to 40% of their income on accommodation; 5 said it could be above 40%. Some respondents may have misunderstood the question or never really thought about this before. There was also one respondent answering that his living style was not that "rational" and he did not have a maximum affordable rent in mind.
Satisfaction about home and neighbourhood
Because of the diversity of our respondents, it is hard to make any generalizing statements about to what extent the creative workers we spoke to are satisfied about their home and their neighbourhood. Features of homes that were often appreciated were: the view, especially a sea or hillside view; private outdoor spaces like balconies; and living close or well-connected to work and/or shopping facilities. Many respondents referred also to specific parts of the home they liked very much, like their kitchen or their living room, or the way they decorated their home. As could be expected in a hot and humid climate like Shenzhen's, many respondents mentioned the importance of good ventilation. Most often mentioned as negative aspects of their home were: too high and/or rapidly rising rents; having to rent their home instead of owning it; and/or shortcomings in building quality. Maybe the (in)famous "Shenzhen speed" of building has come at the expense of building quality especially in the less expensive parts of the housing market: What was liked most in neighbourhoods was nearness of amenities; nearness to a park, hills or the sea; convenient locations and good transport connections. However, many people also mentioned that they appreciated their quiet surroundings. The most mentioned complaint was noise, often combined with a disliking of (too) crowded streets. This is maybe a bit surprising with Florida's description of the creative class in mind. Florida claims that creative class people appreciate lively neighbourhoods packed with people and activities "24/7"; but the people we spoke to in Shenzhen more often appreciated quiet and less crowded places than busy and hectic places! There may be a difference between native Chinese and foreign creatives in Shenzhen in this respect, though; the foreigners we spoke to seemed to fit better in Florida's creative class picture. A less surprising frequent complaint, which probably all types of people would share, was about streets and other public spaces being dirty and badly maintained. Also often mentioned was the feeling of anonymity and the lack of contact with neighbours. Especially people that came to Shenzhen from villages or smaller towns mentioned this and compared it with what they were used to in their place of origin: "Something sad is that in Shenzhen or modern cities we lost our neighbours, everyone has their own life, people are isolated. I don't know if it's the same in another country. […] In my hometown, 1 hour driving from Shenzhen, everyone knows each other. In Shenzhen I rarely see them and they rarely see me, because I go back home late. We just have to guess who they are" (Designer/shop owner, OCT).
Another aspect mentioned frequently was the immediate neighbouring of relatively luxury high-rises and urban villages, for varying reasons. Some did not like the urban village's messy lay-out or noise or considered it an unsafe environment, others felt uneasy about the sharp contrasts between rich and poor and would appreciate a city in which wealth and living standards would be more equally spread.
Where the creatives would like to live
Asked about their preferred place of residence in case they would move, the Nanshan District was the clear winner. In total 43 answers were given (some respondents mentioned more than one location), of which 23 answers referred to Nanshan or specific parts of it as the only preferred option, or as one of the options. Again we see the effect of the current work location here, since most of our interviews were at work locations in Nanshan and many respondents indicated they wanted to live close to or well connected to their work location. The current place of residence probably also influenced the preferred place to move to. A common effect known from other residential preferences research is that people have only a limited knowledge of the housing market and residential environments in a city or region; this often also limits their range of perceived choices. There might well be very attractive residential environments for them somewhere in the city that they do not think of because they never saw them. Some respondents mentioned more specific locations like OCT as a whole or OCT-LOFT in particular, near Shenzhen University, Houhai and Coastal City.
A few quotes as illustrations of the kinds of reasons given for a location preference:
"Nanshan. We have both sea and mountain here. It might be similar with Hong Kong in the future" (Painter, NH E-Cool).
"I prefer to live near to Shenzhen university, I like the cultural atmosphere there, it's beautiful" (Animation designer 3, Animation World).
"I think Futian is the best place for living. Its density is not as high as Luohu. And it's not that noisy" (Interior design graduate, OCT-LOFT).
"I prefer Nanshan or Futian. Futian is convenient for traffic and there are many parks there" (Animation designer 2, Animation World).
However, some respondents did not think of moving within Shenzhen, but seriously considered moving to another city, their place of origin and/or where their family lived (often a small town or village):
"I have no idea […] . I may think about in some other city, in Shenzhen I don`t feel like living in somewhere particularly" (Design shop assistant, OCT-LOFT).
"We won't stay in Shenzhen. The rhythm here is too fast. We might go back to my hometown doing small business" (Interior designer, OCT).
We asked our respondents to name the three most important considerations determining where they would move. Especially housing price, environment (e.g. attractive urban design, amenities close by, close to nature/parks) and the location (distance to workplace and other important sites in their daily life) were mentioned often. Traffic and transport, quietness of the neighbourhood, size, safety and the neighbourhood's population composition were also mentioned, but less often.
Our respondents included an artist couple in F518: a painter and his wife, who was giving art lessons. Their answers show a mix of preferences and wishes on the one hand, and limitations of the housing market they are faced with on the other. This illustrates a more general impression from a large part of the respondents. "Somewhere quiet near downtown" seems to be the ideal of many of them, but at the same time several respondents also realize that this is not a realistic option: "In Nanshan or Futian, rent is so expensive that it is not suitable for us to move there. […] We, creative people, we do not really need a very busy place, because we are, after all, not engaged in the entertainment industry. That's why we moved to Bao'an. […] In fact, it does not matter for someone who engages in the art living a bit far away from city centre. Artists do not really want anyone to disturb them. We could only choose places that are affordable.
[…] Quite upset. We have no choices" (Painter, F518).
How can Shenzhen become more attractive for creative workers?
So far Shenzhen's creative city policy is mostly about attracting and facilitating creative companies and investors, while the creative workers as well as the possible creative talents of the future seem to be neglected. The policy measures taken may already be an effective creative business policy, but this is not yet a creative city policy. A creative city policy should also be about housing for creative people. To really become an attractive city for creative workers, Shenzhen's policies for creative business should be linked to its housing policies, and these policies should especially target the lower and middle income groups with affordable housing projects.
The urban villages could play an important role in this. The Shenzhen government should think twice before demolishing urban villages. For understandable reasons, particularly the most centrally located urban villages are threatened most by demolition and/or redevelopment, but these also happen to be the most important ones for creative workers at the start of their career. For them, urban villages often are one of the few, or even the only, affordable housing opportunity near their workplace. If the centrally located urban villages (like Baishizou, mentioned in the quote below) are being redeveloped, it would be better to renovate the current buildings and/or build small-scale affordable housing complexes than to demolish entire villages and replace them with yet another luxury housing estate. A photographer working in OCT-LOFT, for example, said: "Creative workers is a mixed concept. The urgent group is the newcomers. One of my employees I hired recently has been working here for a month and still lives in a talent apartment in Sungang, it costs him 15 RMB per day, dozens of people live together. It`s a beginning, after he reaches a more stable situation he will move to places like Baishizhou for sure.
[…] I think places like Baishizhou should be kept, if the public hygiene and security can be improved there, it`s not bad to live there I think".
The most frequent answer to the question "what could Shenzhen City do to improve the residential situation of creative workers?" was that the city should raise the salary of creative workers. This answer fits the typically Chinese situation where many creatives work for state-owned businesses and local government may indeed have influence on their salaries. Many respondents considered improving their work situation more important than improving their housing situation. Several respondents thought the city government could not change much in the housing market, because private developers are more powerful and influential. Others, however, expected a more active local government, demanding lower rents and/or land prices; more public housing and making this accessible for a larger part of the Shenzhen population; more housing subsidies; improved safety; or improved home-work transport, either through better connections and/or by providing more (affordable) homes closer to workplaces.
Most respondents do not have "typically creative" expectations or demands from the Shenzhen government. Most of the answers they gave could have been given by non-creative workers as well. Maybe most creatives are not that special at all, but "just like normal people"? This might mean there would be no need for a specific "creative housing policy", but there should rather be a "housing for all" policy.
While most respondents seemed quite satisfied with living in Shenzhen, we should also point at some less satisfied respondents that did not feel comfortable in the city. They missed a "sense of belonging" in Shenzhen and asked the city government for measures that might make people like them feel more at home in the city. These respondents may represent a larger group of people without a local urban hukou that feel neglected by the Shenzhen city government: "I think many youngsters like me come from other places, locals are a minority.
[…] Somehow, it's a big difference between reality and your dream, both visible and invisible pressure comes to you that sometimes you feel like running away. If a city has a sense of belonging, you can stand the pressure no matter how big it is. But after you stay a long time here, you still drift around, you won't feel stable" (Animation designer 4, Animation World).
Concluding remarks
Shenzhen aspires to become a creative city. Its creative city strategy so far seems mainly concerned with attracting more creative companies and jobs and facilitating the companies that are already there. However, a comprehensive creative city strategy should also address the needs of creative workers, not only at their workplaces but also in their living environment. Such links between workspace, residential space and amenities have only recently become more important in Shenzhen's urban (re) development strategies. So far only little is known about the residential preferences of Shenzhen's higher educated and skilled workers. The interview-based analysis presented in this paper can hopefully contribute to increase the attention for this topic in both academic and policy circles. Since the respondent sample is small and not representative for creative workers in Shenzhen as a whole, it is not possible to draw generalizing conclusions about the preferences and needs of Shenzhen's creative workers. Still, the results may give some first indications of possibly relevant aspects of a housing strategy for creative workers. "Creative workers" are a highly diverse group, so a "one size fits all" approach for all creatives will definitely not work; they should not be considered as a distinct "class" with its own specific lifestyle and preferences. They would probably benefit more from a housing strategy aimed at all Shenzheners in which diversity of population in terms of income, education, origin ("local" or "migrant") etc. would be taken into account. The concerns voiced specifically by those at the start of their career and/or with lower incomes point at the importance of providing sufficient affordable housing and easy access to it, both for locally born and raised Shenzheners and for (children of) migrants. Next to luxury "urban enclaves", there should also remain enough room for start-up milieus; a careful redevelopment of urban villages would in this respect probably be much more useful than replacing them with new housing development projects. There may also be a specific need for adequate and affordable housing for those in-between the lowest and the highest incomes (the "sandwich class"); Shenzhen currently mainly seems to have either very expensive or very cheap housing and not enough in-between.
This analysis has maybe raised more questions than it was able to answer; several avenues for further research could be considered, hopefully contributing to a Shenzhen in which creatives do not only like to work, but also like to live.
